
Vol.:(0123456789)

Social Psychology of Education (2021) 24:1487–1509
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-021-09664-5

1 3

Emotionally engaged or feeling anxious and cynical? 
School experiences and links to school achievement 
among Finland‑Swedish general and special education 
students

Marina Palmgren1   · Kirsi Pyhältö2,3,4 · Janne Pietarinen5 · Jenni Sullanmaa5,2 · 
Tiina Soini6

Received: 4 April 2020 / Accepted: 19 August 2021 / Published online: 25 September 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
The aim of the study was to enhance understanding of how seventh graders vary 
in emotional engagement and experienced well-being at school in terms of anxiety 
and cynicism. The two profiles were explored, and comparisons were made between 
students in general education and those in special education. The study participants 
comprised 119 Finland–Swedish students from five secondary schools. Four emo-
tional-engagement and well-being profiles were identified based on cluster analysis. 
The students with the most typical profile were moderately engaged in teacher-stu-
dent interaction and emotionally highly engaged in peer interaction, combined with 
a low risk of anxiety and cynicism. The profiles showed no statistically significant 
differences regarding gender and school achievement. However, there were differ-
ences between students in special education and those in general education. In Fin-
land, Swedish –speaking Finns are a language minority group. Swedish has official 
language status in Finland. Compared to many other language minority groups they 
can be considered somewhat exceptional, since according to many welfare indica-
tors they tend to do better than the general population. There are a few studies on 
differences between Swedish and Finnish– speaking students’ school experiences in 
Finland, however, so far studies exploring Swedish- speaking general and special 
education students’ emotional engagement and study well-being in terms of anxiety 
and cynicism have been scarce.
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1  Introduction

Most children are eager to start school. Yet, on the global level it seems that sat-
isfaction with school declines systematically over the years (PISA, Program for 
International Student Assessment, 2012), and this includes Finland (Wang et al., 
2015). The implication is that, for some students, school does not offer an opti-
mal environment in terms of emotional engagement. There is evidence that the 
quality of social relationships within school plays a central role in facilitating an 
emotionally engaging school experience (Skinner Belmont, 1993). Students who 
perceive themselves as members of the school community, for example, achieve 
higher grades, are more likely to complete their studies successfully (Finn, 1993; 
Finn & Voelkl, 1993) and experience less study burnout (Salmela-Aro et  al., 
2009) than those who consider themselves outsiders. It has also been shown that 
a strong sense of belonging at school, student co-operation and teacher support 
relate to a positive school experience (PISA, Program for International Student 
Assessment, 2018). Peer relationships appear to play a crucial role in determining 
changes in school happiness (Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2014).

It has been suggested that emotional engagement, referring to positive affects 
towards school, and perceived connectedness and support from teachers and peers 
in particular, is a key mediator for students in terms of effort, achievement and 
persistence in school work (Akiva et al., 2013; Appleton et al., 2006; Audas, & 
Willms, 2001; Finn, 1993; Finn & Rock, 1997; Fredricks et al., 2004; Furlong & 
Christenson, 2008; Janosz et  al., 2000; Lam et  al., 2012; Seligman & Csiksze-
ntmihalyi, 2000; Willms, 2003). There is also evidence that emotional engage-
ment in school is related to experienced well-being among students (Salmela-Aro 
et  al., 2011; Wang, Willett, & Eccles, 2011), and may also buffer any negative 
factors coming from outside school. It could be assumed that the opportunity to 
engage emotionally in school is particularly significant for vulnerable students 
such as those in special education (Lappalainen et  al., 2009; Reschly & Chris-
tenson, 2006), for example, who may be less interested in doing so than their 
average–achieving peers as manifested in misbehaviour or coming unprepared 
to lessons (Reschly & Christenson, 2006). Meaningful school experiences could 
help in terms of building an emotionally engaging learning environment for all, 
including students in special education (Caraway, Tucker, Reinke, & Hall, 2003; 
Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Osterman, 2000).

However, little is known about what constitutes an emotionally engaging 
school experience in terms of peer and teacher–student relations (e.g., Fall & 
Roberts, 2012; Pietarinen, Soini, & Pyhältö, 2014; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; 
Skinner et al., 2009; Wang & Eccles, 2013) and how they relate to experienced 
school-related anxiety and cynicism (Wang, Eccles, Willett, & Peck, 2011). Even 
less is known about individual variations in such experience, or about any dif-
ferences between students in special education and those in general education, 
among the language minority groups in particular. Recent investigation explores 
the interrelations between emotional-engagement, i.e., a sense of belonging, in 
the teacher–student relationship and the peer group combined with perceived 
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anxiety and cynicism among students at schools. Our analyses therefore focus on 
the emotional- engagement and well-being profiles of students, and on differences 
in the profiles of students in general education compared with special educa-
tion among the Swedish-speaking language minority group in Finland. Finland-
Swedish-speaking students provide a particularly interesting case for the study, 
since unlike many other of language minority groups (e.g., Cummins & Swain, 
2014; Loingsigh & Mozzon-McPherson, 2020; Mady & Muhling, 2017). they 
are not disadvantaged. They held strong official language status, having the right 
to study in their native language and exceeding levels of life satisfaction, e.g., 
social cohesion, longevity, and higher general well-being (Nyqvist et  al., 2008) 
compared to their Finnish– speaking peers (Vincze & Harwood, 2015). Yet, the 
Swedish–speaking student learning outcomes have been shown to be lower than 
the  Finnish– speaking (PISA, Program for International Student Assessment, 
2009). There are a few studies on differences between Swedish and Finnish—
speaking students’ school experiences in Finland (Korhonen, 2016). however, so 
far studies exploring Swedish–speaking general and special education students’ 
emotional engagement and study well-being in terms of anxiety and cynicism 
have been scarce. Except for the welfare indicators, Finland has a strong histori-
cal background of being a part of Sweden.1

2 � Students´ emotional engagement in school

2.1 � Emotional engagement in the student–teacher relationship

Findings from an extensive body of research on students´ emotional engagement 
show that the quality of the teacher—student relationship has a significant impact 
on school achievement (Elffers, Oort, & Karsten, 2012; Furrer, 2010; Hargreaves, 
2000; Hughes, Im, & Wehrly, 2014; King, 2015; Lee, 2012; Lichtenfield et al., 2012; 
McGrath & Bergen, 2015; Oelsner, Lippold, & Greenberg, 2010; Reschly & Chris-
tenson, 2006; Salmela-Aro et al., 2011; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2011; Virtanen, 
Lerkkanen, Poikkeus, & Kuorelahti, 2014; Wu et al., 2010). In fact, teacher support 
has been suggested to be the strongest predictor for student engagement at school 
and school achievement (Lam et al., 2012). It has also been found that teacher sup-
port plays a particularly important role in enhancing academic efficacy among stu-
dents in special education (Anderson et al., 2004; Finn & Rock, 1997; Linnakylä & 
Malin, 2008; Matzen et al., 2010; Pitt & Curtin, 2004; Uusitalo-Malmivaara et al., 
2012).

Those who have a warm and supportive relationship with their teacher, for 
instance, appear to be academically more successful (Baker et  al., 2008; Lam 

1  Throughout the history of Finland, Swedish has been spoken by a strong part of society and is still a 
crucial part of the country´s identity. Finland still maintains two national languages, Finnish and Swed-
ish. From Swedish in Finland. (2021, July). Helsinki: Folktinget, the Swedish Assembly of Finland. 
https://​folkt​inget.​fi/​Site/​Data1​597/​Files/​Folkt​inget_​Swedi​shInF​inland_​brosc​hyr_​A506.​pdf.

https://folktinget.fi/Site/Data1597/Files/Folktinget_SwedishInFinland_broschyr_A506.pdf
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et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2010), to attain higher levels of academic self-efficacy and 
to engage in self-regulated learning activities more frequently (Ryan & Patrick, 
2001) than their less fortunate counterparts. Working in small groups and interac-
tive instruction combined with individual support (Baker et al., 2008) and inclusive 
practices also seem to benefit these students in terms of generating positive school 
experiences (Matzen et al., 2010; Pitt & Curtin, 2004; Uusitalo-Malmivaara et al., 
2012). The extent to which students experience such support in teacher–student rela-
tionships may vary. Findings on gendered differences in emotional engagement, for 
instance, are contradictory. According to the results of some studies, student–teacher 
relationships influence school achievement more among girls than among boys (Lee, 
2012), whereas other studies reveal no such evidence—although it has been reported 
that boys experience less teacher support than girls do (Lam et al., 2012).

It has further been reported that emotional engagement in the teacher–student 
relationship has a significant effect on the long-term social development of stu-
dents (Battistich & Hom, 1997; Bossaert et  al., 2012; Caraway et  al., 2003; Han, 
2010; Langher, Ricci; Reversi, & Citarelli, 2010; Samdal et  al., 1999; Wang & 
Holocombe, 2010), including lower levels of truancy (Virtanen, et al., 2014; Yunus, 
Osman, & Ishak, 2011). Teacher support also appears to have a positive impact on 
students’ relationships with their peers (e.g., Hughes; Im, & Wehrly, 2014; McGrath 
& Bergen, 2015; Nurmi, 2012; Thijs et al., 2012; Zee et al., 2013), enhancing how 
those in special education engage emotionally with their peers (Belfi et  al., 2012; 
Matzen et al., 2010; Pitt & Curtin, 2004). Moreover, cooperative goal setting in the 
classroom has been associated with both higher achievement and positive peer rela-
tionships among students (Roseth, Johnson, & Johnson, 2008). Overall, these find-
ings imply that experiencing teacher support, receiving encouraging feedback and 
being fairly treated by teachers are of importance to all students, but particularly to 
those in special education, since it has shown to be associated with the increased 
academic self-efficacy (Uusitalo-Malmivaara et al., 2012) and pro-social behaviors 
(Belfi et  al., 2012), typically at stake due to their socio-emotional challenges or/
and learning disabilities (Matzen et al., 2010; Pijl, Skaalvik, & Skaalvik, 2010; The 
Finnish National Board of Education, Helsinki, Finland 2016).

2.2 � Emotional engagement with peers

The peer group becomes a more prominent developmental context during adoles-
cence (Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Students have a great need for peer relatedness, 
in other words a sense of belonging in a peer group and having emotional support 
from their peers (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Sulkowski, Demaray, & Lazarus, 2012; 
Wang & Eccles, 2013). This, in turn, is essential in facilitating emotionally engag-
ing school experiences (Bendelow & Mayall, 2002; Pedersen, Vitaro, Barke, & 
Borge 2007; Rudolph et al., 2014; Pijl, Skaalvik, & Skaalvik, 2010; Wang & Eccles, 
2013) and pursuing academic success (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2013; Roseth, 
et  al., 2008; Zimmer-Gembeck et  al., 2006). It has been shown that peer support 
and approval are especially important for students in special education (Lovitt et al., 
1999; Palmgren, Pyhältö, Pietarinen, & Soini, 2017; Bossaert et al., 2012; Langher, 
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et  al., 2010) and have a positive impact on learning outcomes. However, attract-
ing such support calls for interaction skills combined with self-regulation (Milsom 
& Glanville, 2010), which may well be challenging for these students (Filippello, 
Marino, Spadaro, & Sorrenti, 2013; Sattoe, Hilberink, van Staa, & Bal, 2014).

A weak sense of belonging and negative perceptions of school have been asso-
ciated with destructive behaviours such as bullying (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011), tru-
ancy (Virtanen et al., 2014) and dropping out of school (Carbonaro, 2013). On the 
other hand, strong social ties among students seem to have a positive impact on 
school achievement and adjustment, especially among those in special education 
(Cappellla et  al., 2013; Furrer, 2010). However, a sense of belonging in the peer 
group does not necessarily contribute to a positive school trajectory (Sattoe, et al., 
2014) or to achievement at school (e.g., Chen et al., 2010; You, 2011; Wang et al., 
2015). Indeed, the peer group may share negative attitude towards schoolwork and 
to school attendance via their peers but may not find studying engaging or enjoyable 
(Lawson & Masyn, 2015; Linnakylä & Malin, 2008).

School engagement seems to decrease over the middle school period, implying 
that measures to promote the school engagement should be taken earlier (Oelsner, 
2010). This involves efforts to influence students´ sense of belonging and peer sup-
port (Lam et  al., 2012; Oelsner, 2010). In any case, maintaining functional peer 
relations and engaging effectively in academic tasks seem to generate social tension 
among students (e.g., Furrer, 2010; Ulmanen, Soini, Pietarinen, & Pyhältö, 2016). 
Not only do functional teacher–student and peer relations appear to engage students 
effectively in academic tasks, but they also have the power to lessen school-related 
anxiety and cynicism (Denham et  al., 2012; Hargreaves, 2000; Hart, 2014; King, 
2015; Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Midgley & Edelin, 1998; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009; 
Stiglbauer et al., 2013).

2.3 � Emotional engagement and its connection to anxiety and cynicism in school

Cynicism in the school context entails distant and negative attitudes towards 
school work and to school attendance in general, and towards studying, teaching 
and the teachers, and feeling inadequate as a student (Salmela-Aro et  al., 2008, 
2009). School-related anxiety, in turn, refers to negative activating emotions con-
cerning school-related issues, such as exhaustion due to school demands, feelings 
of stress and being afraid of failing (Chen et  al., 2010; Hart, 2014; Lichtenfeld 
et al., 2012; Salmela-Aro et al., 2008; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009; Sorrenti, Filip-
pello, Orecchio, & Buzzai, 2016; Tulis & Fulmer, 2013). It has been shown that 
cynicism is associated with low achievement and an increased risk of dropping 
out of school (Adhiambo, Odwar & Mildred, 2016; Finn & Rock, 1997; Salmela-
Aro et al., 2008; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009; Korhonen, 2016; Virtanen et al., 2014; 
Wu et al., 2010). There is also research evidence indicating that students in spe-
cial education, specifically those with learning disabilities, have an elevated risk 
of experiencing cynicism related to school (Korhonen et al., 2016; Salmela-Aro 
et  al., 2009) and a higher tendency to become depressed than students without 
such disabilities (Maag & Reid, 2006). Moreover, although in general, girls tend 
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to be more emotionally engaged in school and have higher achievement than boys 
(Lam et al., 2012; Oelsner, 2010) they are also reported to be at a greater risk of 
suffering from cynicism than boys (Salmela-Aro et al., 2008).

Results related to school-related anxiety are less consistent, particularly in 
terms of achievement. Whereas some studies report that extensive anxiety is 
related to poorer grades (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009; Chen et al., 2010; Hart, 2014; 
PISA, Program for International Student Assessment, 2015), others indicate that 
experiencing some anxiety may be beneficial to achievement (Wang et al., 2015, 
Wang & Peck, 2013; Linnakylä & Malin, 2008; Tulis & Fulmer, 2012. School-
related anxiety among Finnish students is reported to have increased over the 
years (Wang et  al., 2015). It has also been shown that such anxiety relates to 
social relationships with peers. Hence, better social relationships at school may 
reduce anxiety, which in turn may enhance learning motivation. (Magelinskaite, 
Kepalaite, & Legkauskas, 2014). It would seem that both boys and girls suffer 
from school-related anxiety (Korhonen, 2016; Lichtenfield et al., 2012; Salmela-
Aro et al., 2008; Yuksel & Geban, 2016).

Evidence on how the quality and quantity of social interaction with teach-
ers and peers associates with successful studying is somewhat contradictory. It 
has been found that teacher support, in other words high-quality teacher–student 
involvement, decreases anxiety among students and enhances school achievement 
on the one hand (Tulis & Fulmer, 2013), whereas other studies report no asso-
ciation between social connectedness and increased levels of well-being among 
students (Sattoe et  al., 2014). Interestingly, students in special education study-
ing in a special school have frequently reported experiences of social isolation 
and being emotionally insecure, whereas the experiences of these students attend-
ing regular school appear to be beneficial in terms of facilitating the learning of 
appropriate social skills (Belfi et al., 2012; Filippello et al., 2013; Pijl et al., 2010; 
and further promoting school achievement (Lawson & Masyn, 2015; Sulkowski 
et al., 2012). Despite the somewhat contradictory evidence concerning the inter-
relation between social relationships and school-related anxiety and cynicism, 
overall the findings imply that the quality of social relationships within school 
plays a major role in giving students emotionally engaging school experiences 
(e.g., Skinner & Belmont, 1993) in terms of both mediating their achievements 
and efforts (e.g., Akiva et al., 2013; Furlong & Christenson, 2008) and promoting 
well-being (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2015). Emotional engagement 
seems to be particularly challenging for students in special education (e.g., Lap-
palainen et  al., 2009, Reschly & Christenson, 2006). In sum, research findings 
indicate a strong need to enhance understanding of the student´s sense of belong-
ing in teacher–student and peer relations, and of the varying consequences for 
student well-being and adolescent development (Wang et al., 2015). It could be 
assumed that well-functioning social relationships with teachers and peers buffer 
school anxiety and cynicism towards studying among all students, but particularly 
among those in special education. Furthermore, special education students seem 
to need more support from teachers in their social skills to succeed in school and 
feel well and belonging a long run.
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3 � Method

3.1 � The aim of the study

The aim of the study was to explore individual variation among students in terms of 
emotionally engaging school experiences and experienced well-being. The investi-
gation concerned seventh graders’ sense of belonging in teacher–student and peer-
relations as well as their school-related anxiety and cynicism. Interrelations between 
the profiles and gender, school achievement and student group (i.e., those in general 
education vs. those in special education) were also analysed. Accordingly, four com-
plementary hypotheses were tested:

1.	 The components of emotional engagement, i.e., sense of belonging in teacher–
student and peer-group relations, correlate positively with each other (Pietarinen 
et al., 2014; Wang & Holocombe, 2010) and, in turn, negatively with experienced 
anxiety and cynicism related to schoolwork (Pietarinen, Soini, & Pyhältö, 2010; 
Pyhältö et al., 2010; Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Tulis & Fulmer, 2013; Wang & Holo-
combe, 2010).

2.	 Students’ experienced anxiety and cynicism, i.e., school- related well-being 
related to schoolwork correlate positively with each other (Pietarinen et a. 2014; 
Salmela-Aro et al., 2008); Salmela-Aro et al., 2009).

3.	 Various profiles of emotional engagement and school-related well-being can be 
identified (e.g., Korhonen, 2016; Lam et al., 2012; Lee, 2012; Lichtenfield et al., 
2012; Oelsner et al., 2010; Salmela-Aro et al., 2008; Yuksel & Geban, 2016) that 
are related to school achievement (Milsom & Glanville, 2009; Salmela-Aro et al., 
2009; Reschly & Christenson, 2006; Tulis & Fulmer, 2013; Wu et al., 2010) and 
gender (e.g., Korhonen, 2016; Lam et al., 2012; Lee, 2012; Lichtenfield et al., 
2012; Oelsner et al., 2010; Salmela-Aro et al., 2008; Yuksel & Geban, 2016).

4.	 Students in general education differ from those in special education in terms of 
both their sense of belonging in teacher–student and peer-group relations and 
experienced anxiety and cynicism related to schoolwork (e.g., Anderson et al., 
2004; Finn & Rock, 1997; Hughes; Im; & Wehrly, 2014; Linnakylä & Malinen, 
2008; Lovitt et al., 1999; McGrath & Bergen, 2015; Reschly & Christensen, 
2006).

3.2 � The research context: Finnish comprehensive school

The school career of Finnish children typically starts with pre-primary school (which 
is compulsory) at the age of six. They continue with compulsory comprehensive 
education at the age of seven, which includes primary (grades 1–6) and secondary 
(grades 7–9) school. Schooling is publicly funded and includes the provision of free 
lunches and dental and health care. There is no private school system. Moreover, 
there are no ability– tracking or other structures assigning students at comprehen-
sive school early on to either academic or vocational education (School Statistics, 
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Official Statistics of Finland, 2012). The Finnish school system has flexible account-
ability structures that place a strong emphasis on allowing schools to regulate them-
selves (Aho, Pitkänen, & Sahlberg, 2006). The main objective of the Finnish edu-
cation policy is to offer all citizens an equal opportunity to receive an education, 
regardless of age, domicile, financial situation, gender or mother tongue. The right 
to free basic education is guaranteed for all students. Moreover, the new educational 
law emphasizes the principle of inclusion and aims at including students with spe-
cial educational needs in mainstream instruction (Basic Education Act, 628/1998). 
Given that both Finnish and Swedish are official languages in Finland, basic edu-
cation is provided in both languages. Each pupil has the right to receive remedial 
instruction and special-needs education when necessary. Hence, the Finnish com-
prehensive school offers a nine-year comprehensive curriculum for the whole age 
group (The Finnish National Board of Education, 2016).

3.3 � Participants and data collection

The data were collected from one cohort comprising seventh graders attending all 
five Swedish-speaking secondary schools within the capital area of southern Finland 
representing the Swedish-speaking minority. The participants of this study were 
Swedish-speaking language minority general and special education students in Fin-
land. The special education students in secondary schools are mostly mainstreamed 
in general education classes but receive additional support when needed. The case 
schools included variation in terms of size and were situated all around the Hel-
sinki metropolitan area. Seventh graders were chosen as participants because they 
had just undergone the transition from primary to secondary school and therefore 
faced significant challenges and opportunities related to learning, well- being and 
social relations (Pietarinen et al., 2010; Pyhältö et al., 2010). A total of 119 students 
responded to the survey (94 in general education; 25 in special education). The stu-
dents in general education comprised 55 per cent boys and 45 per cent girls, the 
respective proportions in special education being 71 and 29 per cent. The students 
were 12–14 years of age. The total response rate was 38 per cent. The data were col-
lected with the ECW survey, i.e., Comprehensive students ‘experienced emotional 
and cognitive engagement and school-related well-being (Pietarinen et al., 2014) in 
2011–2012, at one time point from all schools as part of the researcher’s fieldwork. 
Student contact information was received from the principal of each school. Parents 
were informed about the date of the survey and were asked for their consent for their 
children’s participation, which was voluntary. Pupils were given verbal and written 
instructions for completing the survey, which took between 15 and 35 min.

3.4 � The ECW survey

The ECW survey (Pietarinen et al., 2014) includes scales measuring students’ emo-
tional engagement in teacher-student and peer relations, and school-related well-
being in terms of anxiety and cynicism. Emotional engagement is measured on 
two complementary scales (Pietarinen et al., 2014) (1) teacher–student relations (8 
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items, α = 0.83), and (2) peer-group relations (5 items, α = 0.76), and describes the 
students’ sense of belonging in terms of the positive effects of social relations in 
the school context. The school-related anxiety (6 items, α = 0.67) and cynicism (5 
items, α = 0.79) scales (Pietarinen et al., 2014) indicate negative affects in school-
related well-being. All the scales have been validated in prior studies (Ulmanen 
et  al., 2016). The students rated all items on a five-point Likert scale (1 strongly 
disagree; 5 strongly agree). The questionnaire items were translated from Finnish 
into Swedish, and the accuracy of the translation was verified by another researcher. 
Appendix  1 lists the scale items. Socio-demographic background information 
included the students’ age and gender. Other relevant information concerned their 
grade point averages from the autumn term of 2011 and their grouping in terms of 
special and general education were collected from the principal and special teacher 
of each school.

3.5 � Data analysis

The IBM SPSS Statistics 22 program was used for the analyses. Means, standard 
deviations and correlations between the scales were calculated to examine experi-
enced emotional engagement and school-related well-being. Cluster analyses were 
conducted to further examine student profiles of emotional engagement and school-
related well-being based on individual response patterns. The mean scores for 
engagement in teacher-student and peer interaction, anxiety and cynicism were used 
as profile indicators. First, we conducted a hierarchical cluster analysis to deter-
mine the number of clusters, and this produced a four-cluster solution based on the 
agglomeration schedule. Having decided on the number, we carried out a K-means 
cluster analysis (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson & Tathan, 2016) to determine the 
final clusters. The relations of the profiles with gender and student group (special 
and general education) were examined by means of cross-tabulation. We conducted 
a Chi-square test to assess the association with gender, and a Fisher-Freeman-Hal-
ton exact test to determine the association with the student group given the small, 
expected counts. A one-way analysis of variance was used to examine whether the 
profiles differed in terms of the grade point average (GPA).

4 � Results

4.1 � Levels of emotional engagement and school‑related anxiety and cynicism

Table 1 lists the correlations of the sub-scales, the means, standard deviations and 
ranges: all the bivariate correlations among the sub-scales were statistically signifi-
cant and in the expected directions.

The results indicate that the students perceived a relatively high level of emotional 
engagement, in other words a sense of belonging, in teacher—student relationships 
(M = 3.5), but even higher levels of engagement in peer relations (M = 3.9). At the 
same time, they experienced low levels of study-related anxiety (M = 2.5) and cynicism 
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(M = 2.2). The correlations are consistent with hypotheses 1 and 2: emotional engage-
ment in teacher–student and peer-group relations correlated positively with each other 
(r = 0.31). As expected, experienced school-related anxiety and cynicism correlated posi-
tively with each other (r = 0.47), and negatively with a sense of belonging in teacher–stu-
dent and peer relations [r(min–max) = −0.19– −0.50]: for example, the stronger the students’ 
perceptions of not getting along with their teachers or peers, the more anxiety they experi-
enced in terms of school issues in their free time. Moreover, higher levels of experienced 
cynicism and anxiety among the students related to more negative relationships with their 
teachers and peers. Being afraid of failing (anxiety-scale) was associated with perceptions 
of not receiving enough feedback from teachers, for example, and a lack of interest in 
going to school (cynicism-scale) related to negative peer relations. We examined individ-
ual variation in the student profiles more closely to shed further light on the intertwined 
nature of experienced emotional engagement (i.e., a sense of belonging constructed in 
teacher–student and peer relations) and perceived school-related anxiety and cynicism.

4.2 � Profiles of emotional engagement, school anxiety and cynicism

Four profiles combining perceived emotional engagement in teacher-student and 
peer relations, and experiences of anxiety and cynicism were identified based on the 
cluster analysis. Table 2 presents the means and the standard deviations.

The profiles were: (1) moderately engaged in student–teacher interaction and 
emotionally highly engaged in peer interaction, combined with a low risk of anxiety 
and cynicism (i.e., moderate-high-low-low, n = 50); (2) emotionally disengaged in 
teacher–student interaction, and moderately engaged in peer interaction combined 
with a low risk of study-related anxiety and cynicism (i.e., low-moderate-low-low, 
n = 14); ((3) moderately engaged in student–teacher interaction and emotionally dis-
engaged in peer interaction, combined with a low risk of study-related cynicism and 
anxiety (i.e., moderate-low-low-low, n = 15); (4) emotionally highly engaged in both 
teacher–student and peer interaction combined with no significant risk of study-
related anxiety or cynicism (i.e., high-high-low-low, n = 40).

The first group, i.e., moderate-high-low-low, represented the most dominant 
profile among the students. Its members characteristically showed a high sense of 
belonging in terms of peer relationships combined with a moderate sense in terms 
of teacher–student relations, while experiencing somewhat low levels of anxiety and 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics (N = 119)

*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01

Correlations M SD Range

(1) (2) (3) (4)

(1) Teacher–student – 3.48 .65 1.50–4.88
(2) Peer .31** – 3.88 .70 1.00–5.00
(3) Anxiety  − .24**  − .32** – 2.53 .73 1.00–4.17
(4) Cynicism  − .50**  − .19* .47** – 2.23 .88 1.00–5.00
5) GPA .26** .29**  − .16  − .33** 7.96 .77 5.70–9.10
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cynicism. The second profile, i.e., low-moderate-low-low, represents the smallest 
group. These students experienced a weaker sense of belonging in teacher–student 
relations, although they were still moderately engaged in peer relations. Moreover, 
their risk of experiencing study-related anxiety and cynicism was low, albeit higher 
than their sense of belonging in teacher–student relationships. The students compris-
ing the third profile, i.e., moderate-low-low-low, experienced reduced levels of emo-
tional engagement in peer relations, but still reported moderate levels of emotional 
engagement in teacher–student interaction. In other words, they were confident in 
their teachers—and they showed no risk of study-related anxiety or cynicism. The 
second most common profile was the fourth one, high-high-low-low. Students fit-
ting this profile experienced a high sense of belonging in both teacher–student and 
peer relations, combined with the lowest levels of anxiety and cynicism of all the 
profiles. In general, these students emphasised teacher–student and peer interaction 
more than the others and showed low levels of school-related anxiety and cynicism. 
Hence, the results support hypothesis 3 in showing the existence of different emo-
tional-engagement profiles reflecting a sense of belonging in teacher–student and 
peer interaction as well as school-related anxiety and cynicism.

4.3 � Interrelations between the profiles and gender, school achievement 
and student group

No gendered differences in the emotional-engagement and well-being profiles 
were detected. Nor were there any statistically significant connections related 
to gender differences among the four profile groups (x2 = 1.72, df = 3, p = 0.63). 
Accordingly, girls and boys were rather equally represented in all four groups. In 
other words, they had quite similar experiences of a sense of belonging in terms 
of teacher–student and peer relations as well as anxiety and cynicism, a result that 
does not support hypothesis 3. This, in turn, could indicate that a sense of belong-
ing combined with perceived school-related anxiety and cynicism vary similarly 
among girls and boys in everyday school life. More specifically, the individual 
risk factors seem to have a stronger impact on perceived emotional engagement, 
school anxiety and cynicism than gender. Further investigation showed that the 
four profile groups did not differ statistically significantly in terms of school 
achievement, i.e., grade point average (p = 0.07).

Table 2   The profiles of emotional engagement and school anxiety and cynicism

Means with the same superscripts within a row are not significantly different at thep < .05 level

Profiles 1 (n = 50) 2 (n = 14) 3 (n = 15) 4 (n = 40) 119

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Teacher–student- relationship 3.34a 0.24 2.38 0.42 3.14a 0.44 4.18 0.30
Peer relationship 4.14b 0.40 3.64 0.48 2.58 0.67 4.13b 0.48
Anxiety 2.61c 0.65 2.83c 0.69 2.88c 0.76 2.21 0.73
Cynicism 2.47d 0.80 2.89d 1.02 2.44d 0.66 1.62d 0.63
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However, there were statistically significant differences among the profile 
groups, in terms of teacher–student and peer relations and school-related anxiety 
and cynicism, between students in general education and those in special educa-
tion (p = 0.02).

As Table  3 shows, there was an interrelationship between the profiles and 
the student groups. Profile group 3 was overrepresented by students in special 
education (32%) in comparison with those in general education (7.4%). The stu-
dents in this group were moderately emotionally engaged in their teacher–stu-
dent relationships although experiencing low levels of emotional engagement 
in peer-group relations combined with low levels of experienced anxiety and 
cynicism. For example, students in special education reported not being popular 
among their schoolmates, implying a low sense of belonging among their peers, 
while experiencing moderate levels of support from their teachers. On the other 
hand, profile group 1 had the highest proportion of students in general educa-
tion (44.7%). This group comprised students who were emotionally engaged in 
terms of peer relationships, but moderately engaged in teacher–student relations, 
with low levels of experienced anxiety and cynicism. However, peer relations 
were perceived as the most emotionally engaging indicator. For example, students 
rated their significance in terms of being popular among their school mates, and 

Table 3   The profiles of emotional engagement and student groups

Fisher’s exact test = 8.98; p = .023

Special education students 
(n = 25)

General education students 
(n = 94)

Total

Profile
1 n = 8 n = 42 50
Within profile (%) 16.0 84.0
Within student group (%) 32.0 44.7
Total (%) 6.7 35.3
Std. Residual  − .8 .4
2 n = 2 n = 12 14
Within profile (%) 14.3 85.7
Within student group (%) 8.0 12.8
Total (%) 1.7 10.1
Std. Residual  − .5 .3
3 n = 8 n = 7 15
Within profile (%) 53.3 46.7
Within student group (%) 32.0 7.4
Total (%) 6.7 5.9
Std. Residual 2.7  − 1.4
4 n = 7 n = 33 40
Within profile (%) 17.5 82.5
Within student group (%) 28.0 35.1
Total (%) 5.9 27.7
Std. Residual  − .5 .2
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their moderate sense of belonging in terms of feeling that their teachers cared for 
them was related to low-level experiences of anxiety and cynicism, meaning that 
school was a place in which they felt comfortable and valued. These findings are 
supportive of hypothesis 4: students in general education on the one hand, and 
in special education on the other, may perceive a sense of belonging in terms 
of both teacher–student and peer-group relations and experienced schoolwork-
related anxiety and cynicism somewhat differently.

5 � Discussion

5.1 � The results in the light of previous research

We adopted a socio-contextual, person-centred approach to explore individual variation 
among students in emotionally engaging school experiences and perceived school-related 
anxiety and cynicism among the Swedish- speaking language minority group students in 
Finland. We also explored the interrelations between the profiles employed by these stu-
dents and gender, school achievement and student groups. The findings indicate that the 
extent to which a student feels supported by teachers and personally accepted by peers, 
and experiences low levels of anxiety and cynicism, is a major determinant of emotionally 
engaging school experiences. In addition, peer acceptance and experiences of fair treat-
ment by and emotional support from teachers contribute to reducing the risk experiencing 
school-related anxiety and cynicism (Pietarinen et al., 2010; Pyhältö et al., 2010; Ryan & 
Patrick, 2001; Tulis & Fulmer, 2013; Wang & Holocombe, 2010). Our results are con-
sistent with the findings of previous studies (e.g. Pietarinen et al., 2010; Pyhältö et al., 
2010; Wu et al., 2010) showing that a sense of belonging and good relations with teach-
ers and peers constitute the core of emotionally engaging experiences contributing to stu-
dent well-being. Moreover, the findings complement previous research in indicating that 
experiencing emotional support from teachers also has a positive effect on peer relations 
(Palmgren et al., 2017; Pietarinen et al., 2014; Pyhältö et al., 2010; Wang & Holocombe, 
2010). It seems thar emotional engagement in teacher-student and peer group relations 
were higher among the Swedish–speaking students in the present study, compared to an 
another study concerning Finnish–speaking students (Pietarinen et al., 2014). The impli-
cation is that students’ emotional engagement is highly socially embedded in interactions 
with peers and teachers.

In prior studies a positive relationship between emotional engagement and school 
achievement have been detected (e.g., Milsom & Glanville, 2009; Salmela-Aro et  al., 
2009; Reschly & Christenson, 2006; Wu et al., 2010). This includes an earlier study con-
ducted with Finnish–speaking students (Pietarinen et al., 2014). Yet, we did not detect 
an association between the emotional–engagement, school–anxiety and cynicism– pro-
files and school achievement among the students presenting the Swedish –speaking Finn-
ish language minority group. Neither were gendered differences in profiles employed 
by girls and boys identified. This is contradictory to findings from some earlier studies 
suggesting the presence of gendered differences, to the advantage of girls, in experienced 
emotional engagement in school activities (e.g., Korhonen, 2016; Oelsner et al., 2010; 
Salmela-Aro et  al., 2008). A possible reason for this, as suggested in prior studies, is 



1500	 M. Palmgren et al.

1 3

that emotional engagement in peer relationships does not always enhance academic per-
formance among students (e.g., Chen et al., 2010; You, 2011), and those students may 
engage in school for different reasons (e.g., Lawson & Masyn, 2015; Linnakylä & Malin, 
2008). This does not however explain why the quality of the teacher– student relationship 
did not have strong association with students´ school achievement as suggested by prior 
studies (e.g., Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2011; Virtanen et al., 2014).

Finally, our analysis identified individual variations in experiences of emotional 
engagement and differences between the four student-profile groups among students 
in both general and special education. These findings are in line with those reported 
in earlier studies indicating that students in special education do not always feel that 
they are sufficiently supported or fairly treated by their teachers (e.g., Linnakylä & 
Malinen, 2008). They may also feel that they need more teacher support in develop-
ing their social skills and peer relations (e.g., Anderson et al., 2004). Thus, it seems 
that students in special education have different experiences of emotional engage-
ment than their age-matched peers. Overall, the findings reflect the need to construct 
functional student–teacher and peer relations to ensure an emotionally engaging 
school experience for students, especially those in special education.

5.2 � Methodological limitations

A self-report survey combined with grade point averages were used to capture expe-
rienced emotional engagement and school-related well-being among seventh grad-
ers at Finland–Swedish middle schools in Helsinki. The survey and the grade point 
average enabled us to explore school experiences retrospectively among these stu-
dents in both general and special education. The core limitations of the study relate 
to the cross-sectional design and the small sample size. The cross-sectional nature 
of the data may give rise to causal interpretations about the interrelations between 
the variables. Moreover, given the low response rate (attributable primarily to the 
practical difficulties of contacting parents by letter or e-mail) and the small num-
ber of participants in both groups (students in both general and special education), 
the results cannot be generalized to the Finland-Swedish population. However, the 
representativeness of the sample could be considered sufficient among both stu-
dent groups, especially given that all the relevant middle schools participated in the 
study. Hence, these findings complement those from earlier studies on emotional 
engagement and its association with school-related anxiety and cynicism, especially 
among the students within the middle schools in question.

Nevertheless, further research is needed to explore individual variation in emo-
tional engagement and school-related well-being among larger samples and in other 
contexts, and to generate a deeper understanding of students’ emotional engagement 
in inclusive school settings. One could focus, for instance, on the tensions within the 
profile groups of emotional engagement and the differences in responses between 
students in general as opposed to special education. It would also be useful to gain 
further insights into the development of different student profiles.
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6 � Conclusion

This study highlights the complexity of emotional engagement among students in 
terms of a sense of belonging in teacher–student and peer relations and experienced 
school-related anxiety and cynicism. The identification of student profiles that differ 
in terms of emotional engagement in school and experienced anxiety and cynicism 
related to gender, school achievement and student group (general vs. special educa-
tion) could enhance understanding about the complexity of emotional engagement 
and facilitate the development of tools to improve school practice. Our results imply 
that students’ emotional engagement is socially embedded. Thus, it is not an individ-
ual attribute but is constructed in interaction among teachers and peers. There was 
individual variation among the students in terms of experienced emotional engage-
ment, as well as differences between the students in general and special education. 
We therefore suggest that different measures need to be taken to enhance emotional 
engagement among students depending on their engagement profile. This calls for 
the development of school practices that provide different types of social support to 
fit the varying needs of students, offer enough opportunities for participation (Pietar-
inen et al., 2010) and include training in social skills (Milsom & Glanville, 2010).

Moreover, school-related anxiety and cynicism could be understood as co-varying 
determinants of emotional engagement in terms of teacher–student and peer relations: 
high levels of a sense of belonging in student—teacher and peer relationships were 
combined with the lowest risk of experiencing school-related anxiety and cynicism. 
This result could be considered encouraging, implying that the school environment, at 
its best, could enhance both emotional engagement and well-being among students. If 
they are to fulfil this potential, however, they need to acquire functional social strate-
gies that enable them to connect with their significant others at school. The gains of 
such investment are likely to be significant, including enhancing both the joy of learn-
ing (e.g., Korhonen, 2016; Ulmanen et al., 2016) and reducing the amount of loneli-
ness and drop-out from school (e.g., Salvatore et al.). The learning of such skills would 
be beneficial to all students, but particularly to those in special education, who run a 
greater risk of peer exclusion. The present study makes a dual contribution to the body 
of knowledge on student emotional engagement and school related anxiety and cyni-
cism. Firstly, it shed light on the complex interrelation between the student’s emotional 
engagement in teacher-student and peer relations and experienced anxiety and cynicism 
by identifying four distinct emotional engagement-study well-being profiles. Secondly, 
it detected differences in profiles employed by the general and special education stu-
dents presenting Swedish-speaking language minority group in Finland, which accord-
ing to our knowledge has not been previously studied.

Appendix 1

See Table 4. 
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